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by Heather Irwin 

Coombsville may be the next great name in 
Napa Valley cabernets you've never heard of. 
Just east of the town of Napa-past the Home Depot, car 

dealerships and McDonald's along the Napa Valley High­

way-a quiet evolution is under way in this sleepy, locals­

only corner of the valley. 

So quiet, in fact, that when you mention Coombsville to 

cabernet-makers in more established appellations to the 

north, you're mostly met with a quizzical silence. Followed by 

a puzzled pause, And finally, a non-committal sort of dismissal 

that goes something like, "Oh sure. Coombsville, we are/will 

be/may someday try growing cabernet in that region, but 

they're still working out the kinks. And anyway, it's far too 

cold." Then they inevitably change the subject. 

Which isn't really too surprising, considering the 

amount of time and money that's been spent in establish­

ing Napa Valley's floor, benchland and hillsides. Radical 

ideas, like growing cabernet in a relatively cool area best 

known for dairy farms, are rarely welcomed with open 

arms as winemakers focus intently on making regions like 
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Rutherford and Yountville synonymous with big, extracted 

reds that bowl you over with ripeness. wines that have 

come to define Napa Valley cabernet. 

What you may not know is that a handful of Napa Valley's 

best cabemets have for years included Coombsville grapes 

in the mix, Call it Napa's not-so-secret little secret. 

But is it really possible that this far southem region of the 

valley holds a key to the Napa Valley's winemaking future? 

Or, is interest rising simply because hillside development-the 

other Napa frontier-continues to be stymied by heavy restric­

tions and skyrocketing costs? Predicting the next great plot 

for Napa Valley cabernet turns out to be deceptively difficult. 

Gazing into the crystal ball with Napa Valley's winemak­

ers, dirt doctors and scientists, the pages of my notebook 

quickly filled with emphatic declarations: Coombsville and 

"anywhere but Coombsville;" the dirt; the hillsides; more sci­

entific intervention; less scientific intervention; and finally, 

stark predictions of global wanning making just about all of 

this a moot point. The question of Napa Valley's future, it 

turns out, depends on whom you ask. 
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"Part of great wine is great farming;' 
says viticultural consultant Mike Wolf. "We're allowing technology 

to get between us and being good old farmers. 
There's just no substitute for walking in the rocks:' 

making changes in response to warmer growing 
cycles, he's not discounting them either. 

THE PREDICITONISTS 
Jonathan Swinchatt, author ofThe Winemaker's 
Dance: Exploring Tet'1"oil- in 'the Napa Valley, 
points to the possibility of a one- to two­
degree Fahrenheit tempemture increase on the 
valley floor as perhaps the most defining factor 
as to where and how Napa cabernets will be 
grown in the future. 

A recent study by the National Academy of 
Sciences found that by the end of the century, 
the number of high-heat days could rise signif­
icantly, warming the valley floor beyond 
cabernet's tolemnce. After spending a consider­
able amount of time studying the Napa Val­
ley's climate and topography, Swinchact 
believes that may happen sooner: Within the 
next 20 years, much of the valley may verge on 
being entirely too hot for cabernet. 

"A significant porrion (of Napa Valley) 
will become coo hot to produce cabernet 
sauvignon that has any sense of balance, 
because there is too much heat and sun to get 
the sugars in balance with the acids," Swin­
chatt says. With the current taste for very 
concentrated, ripe wines, the heat may not 
pose a problem. If the valley heats up, Swin­
chatt believes it will rake "a significant effort 
to produce wines that are not of that style," 
and rhat Napa Valley may be in trouble if 
style preferences change. 

"There seems to be a growing opinion that 
cerrainly the southern part of the valley is 

more conducive to cab than it was," Swinchatt 
says. "The best cabernet will be coming from 
the coolest places in the valley, parts of Car­
necos, Coombsville and higher elevations on; 
the slopes. Or, in other places where you get 
cooling afternoon breezes: Stags leap, Diamond 
Mountain, Pickett Road, Simmons Creek." 

Greg Jones, Associate Professor of Geog­
raphy at Southern Oregon State University, 
who has dedicated his career to studying cli­
mate change in wine regions, is the source 
for much of Swinchatt's climate information. 
Jones expresses similat concerns. "I honestly 
think that global warming is a problem," he 
says, but the change is so incremental that 
people may not recognize it. "It's hard 
enough to predict what's going to happen a 
week from now, let alone thirty years ftom 
now. But we have some pretty good data 
showing the climates of tomorrow will be 
very different than they are today. We've 
already seen the growing seasons in Napa 

. three to four degrees Fahrenheit warmer than 
they were sixty years ago, and cab production 
has benefited from that. Bur I think there is 
a threshold that will be passed." 

Growers, for the most part, express less
 
concern, at least on the record. "They're afmid
 
of it. They're crying to avoid thinking about
 
it," Swinchatt says of many of the growers and
 
vineyard consultants who aren't buying into
 
the theory that Napa Valley will heat up past
 
the point of being a cabernet contender.
 

Case in poine, Phil Skinner, PhD, president
 
of TerraSpace, a Napa-based company that
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analyzes soil, water and climate: "We've 
looked at the temperature data since the six­
ties. We have one hundred weather stations 
collecting data across the valley, and we've 

'; .been seeing the same temperature variations 
all along." 

Few growers have made contingency plans 
for a valley-wide heat-up, bur they are aware of 
the possible threats. 

"There is a real concern on everyone's part 
as to whether the predictions will come true," 
says Stotesbery of Ladera. "The vintners are 
getting involved with people behind the data, 
and certainly in the next five to ten years we'll 
have better prognostication. At this point, no 
one is dismissing it Out of hand, BLIt I think 
we should all be a little skeptical too." 

In Napa Valley, people are more likely to 
spend their time-and money-gazing into 
the bottom of a wine bottle rather than a 
crystal baiL As for directions the future 
might take, when winemakers consider the 
question, their answers curl in as many direc­
tions as a spring shoot on a hot day. Still, 
new vineyards may be the best, near-term 
predictor of what's to come. 

Sitting in his battered, freshly waxed 
truck, John Caldwell points out across the 
valley floor toward Mount Sr. Helena. 
"That's Napa," he says. Pointing closer in to 
wooded dells and rolling hills that have yet 
to be planted, along with nearby rows of 
vineyards that reach for acres to where we sit, 
he says, "This is Coombsville. This is the 
next great Rutherford Bench." • 
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